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ABSTRACT

9

My practice is an inquiry into the
fluctuation of value. To deconstruct
the simplistic consumer tropes of
mundane/luxury, simple/complex, or
hidden/obvious, I experiment with
speculative forms of hybridization
using interactive media platforms
to create an alternate temporality.
Microscopic moments open the door
to design opportunities. Through
field observations, image sequences,
data, and archives of artifacts,
I roll out the simple signifiers of
symbolic value to pause attention
while also exposing the paradox of
our consumptive behaviors.

INTRODUCTION
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My thesis book is companioned by
a double-sided poster. The poster
is double-folded to match the size
of the book—7.5 inches by 10 inches.
The front of the poster is called the
Diagrammatic Map of the Order,(1)
which functions as an overview of all
the projects in this book and their
relationship—the further each of
them is located on the poster, the
fewer commonalities they have. The
backside is called the Diagrammatic
Index of the Map,(2) which functions as
an index of all the projects and shows
their metadata—project name, page
number, general information, format,
and crucial terms.
I was consistently re-evaluating the value of each
element of book. I am fascinated by different
methods of archiving and indexing, so I decided
to design a new way of indexing my projects.
Traditionally, an index is a list of words with
corresponding page references that point readers
to the locations of various topics within a book.

(1)

The front side of the
poster shows as the
top image.

(2)

The backside of the
poster shows as the
bottom image.

Introduction
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And an index is typically in the back of the book,
which serves as a library catalog. Instead of hiding
the index in the back of my book, I brought it to the
front and amplified the functions of my index poster
in multiple ways, and it manifests its real value—as a
guide for the readers. By juxtaposing all the project
thumbnails on the front side, readers can view all
the projects at once and spot the differences and
commons. The backside helps the readers to learn
about each project and locate it in the book quickly.
The book itself is divided into four parts. Besides
the parts of the front matter and the back matter,
the main part of the book includes two parts:
One is my design voice on the process—an essay
titled Repetition, Reduction, Reappraisal; an
interview with the artist, designer, and educator
Minkyoung Kim, whose practice is also heavily
involved with the process of repetition; and followed
by Projects One to Four. The other one is my design
philosophy—an essay titled The Paradox of Value,
an interview with artist and designer Yanhongrui
Zhuang; and followed by projects Five to Ten. With
this structure, I hope my book can provide an
enjoyable reading experience.

13

ESSAY I —
REPETITION,
					REDUCTION,
REAPPRAISAL
14
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My practice as graphic designer cannot live without process.
The process involves repetition, reduction, and reappraisal. To
emphasize the importance of the process, I want to introduce
Austrian multi-media artist Oliver Laric, who addresses the
mutability of objects and images. In his work Version (2010), the
video essay reflects on the manipulation and re-appropriation
of images through Western history.(1) It features multiple
forms, including sculptures, songs, animation clips, photos,
dance, etc. By combining all the components, Laric created a
meta-exploration of the topic that raised questions about the
relationship between copy and original, ideas of authorship,
and visual theft.
(1)

The idea of originality
is put under scrutiny.
We encounter new
versions of the same
image (but we no longer know the original)
and new versions of
the copy of the image
(but we have no idea
whether there ever
was an original). The
digital re-production
of the same image
over and over again
challenges the value of
an existing originality.

Left

Two still images
from video essay by
Oliver Laric.
Courtesy of
oliverlaric.com
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top

Two rows of still
images from Laric's video work.
By comparing the
top row with the
bottom row, it is
easy to spot both
differences and
similarities in
the clip art.
Courtesy of
oliverlaric.com
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Succumbing to the provocation of Laric’s work, I was drawn
into what seemed an endless loop of viewing. As more versions
arose, I found new combinations and connections. I have
watched this video essay over and over so many times. This is
my position as a response to his work—versions, juxtapositions,
exhaustion. Every time I viewed the video essay, I could find
new combinations and connections between different elements.
Laric creates paradoxes of the topic raised therein, then
exhausts it through meta-explorations. I love how he usually
ends where he started and closes the loop. In another work,
787 Clip Art (2006), he assembles 787 clip art images into a

of value. As my thesis title, “We live in a multiverse, composed
The Relativity of Value, of a quantum superposition of many,
suggests—a multiplicity
possibly infinitely many, increasingly
of realities co-exists with
different values. What does a divergent, non-communicating
single dot mean in different parallel universes, or quantum worlds.
dimensions? In a 1D world, it All outcomes exist simultaneously but
is a singularity; in a 2D world, do not interfere further with each
it is a circle; in our very own other. Every single prior world has
world—3D, it is a sphere; in split into mutually unobservable but
a 4D world, it is a wormhole
equally real worlds.” —Oliver Laric(2)
with a tunnel; in higher
dimensions, according to string theory, it is a string with many
knots within knots. As you can see, the dot changes based
on how we observe it. This creates a paradox: is our reality
materialist or idealist, that is, is it based on our observations
or is it merely a projection of our consciousness?

one-minute and five-second video. This looping video smoothly
brings the topics of race and activity together. The work has
shown his strong ability to mix and remix existing media
and then recontextualize them. His work often implies that
everything has already been done before; the new outcome
is invaluable. By doing so, he throws us back to old times,
enabling us to realize that we are so small that we are just
swimming in a time vortex.

In my own practice, repetition reveals the differences of each
iteration and helps me understand the nuances. By using
repetition and juxtaposition, I make the differences visible.
Repetition involves exhausting—repeatedly producing content
through a single idea or a generative methodology. It is a
brutal process to push through because of the nature of the
repetition; it easily becomes tedious. But after I encountered the
multiverse theory, it changed my perspective. The multiverse
theory describes how everything is the same yet different.
The multiverse is composed of a quantum superposition of
infinitely many, increasingly divergent, non-communicating

As with Laric, my practice is also based on repetition and of
being in a perpetual present. I often question the paradox

(2)

In his video essay,
Laric explains the
many-worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics that
asserts, which the universal wavefunction
is objectively real and
that there is no wavefunction collapse.

Essay I — Repetition, Reduction, Reappraisal

top

The cover and a
page of the book
“Seamanship” illustrating knots.
Courtesy of
Providence Public
Library in
Rhode Island
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parallel universes or quantum worlds. Repetition, then, reveals
an iteration to be one interpretation of an infinitely varying
item. I am doing the work of interpreting ‘interpretations’
rather than interpreting ‘things.’ By positioning repetition
as a form of interpretation, I’m trying to state that it is a
particularly significant cultural form.

old craftsmanship is on the verge of extinction. The project
serves an important purpose—an entry point to my entire body
of work at RISD. My repetition process, mentioned earlier in
this essay, begins with mundane objects from daily life. For
instance, a knot allows me to exhaust the limits of oneself
without any caution or overthinking, then to generate new
content and context. When simplicity becomes complexity—as
repetition process produces many versions and differences—it
reveals the paradox of value. Process-based work is sometimes
criticized as dry and dull, so how I document and present my
work becomes essential. The process of reduction acts in two
ways—it serves as both a curatorial stage and self-referential
critique. By presenting a curated sequence, I strip away the
original context and reduce unnecessary content. We, as
designers, have an excessive amount of content to work with.

In Fall 2019 during the
Graduate Studio One class
taught by Nora Khan and
Paul Soulellis, I undertook
a project as an inquiry into
form, value, and ownership.
The project started with a
vintage book I chose from
Special Collections in the
Providence Public Library,
Seamanship by George S.
Nares, published in 1897, is
a rare and beautiful illustrated manual of seamanship. As
most books of this genre were working copies, both used and
abused under hard shipboard conditions, proper editions are
rare. After carefully examining this delicate object, I was
immediately intrigued by its contents. Seamanship is all
about holistic skills. From skills of navigation, meteorology,
signal flags to ropework, the art of operating ships and
boats were in front of me. The most fascinating part of
seamanship is ropework. The skill of making knots is essential
to sailors. However, the beauty and cultural wisdom of age-

In his essay “Fuck Content,” Michael Rock, one of the 2×4
founders, says that people are exposed to the idea that
designers are often expected to take on multiple roles. His
main dispute with the designer’s role today is their involvement
with content, their ability to generate meaningful or essential
content, and inherent responsibilities to act as an author
in addition to a designer. For some designers, form is seen
as irrelevant as long as function—or in this case, content—
lacks the always subjective value. Rock tries to argue that
the purpose of form is to manipulate, treat, and shape content
toward meaning. Therefore, as a designer, it is my responsibility
to reduce and generate new ways to make content meaningful
through form making.

IN CONVERSATION
		 with
MINKYOUNG KIM
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Minkyoung Kim is a designer and artist based
in New York who develops visual systems with a
focus on repetition and evolution. She explores
ways of presenting a series of iterations based
on a system to orient new readings of their
shifting contexts. Her work has been shown
internationally in group shows including
Art Hack Day Providence, FAVORITEN: The
Festival of Independent Performing Arts, and
Incheon International Women Art Biennale.
She has taught courses and given lectures at
such schools as California College of the Arts,
The New School, University of Connecticut, and
Yale University.

In Conversation with Minkyoung Kim

Lai

Thank you so much for your time. I have prepared some
questions. We can start with the first question. While
reading your thesis, on page twelve, in the “Framing” essay,(1)
you mentioned that you take simple and easily accessible
material. I’m just curious, what was your intention behind
your choice? And how would simplicity help you to iterate
and serialize in your process? Also, how would you value
simple objects that people usually take for granted?
Kim

(1)

This is an essay
included in Minkyoung Kim's 2015 thesis
book. In her essay, she
states that repetition
can be understood as
a play of difference.
Her work is based on
repeatedly producing
a single idea over
time and through this
series of action tracks
changes in ideas.
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These are fascinating questions. Also, this makes
me go back to the thesis. When I was at RISD, I was
fascinated by the idea of repetition—it’s running
something with a certain condition and repeatedly,
which inevitably creates a difference. To make the
difference visible between each iteration, each
iteration has to be simple enough so that the viewer
can focus on the change between them. So for me,
it was almost like a strategical choice to highlight
the difference in the action of the repetition rather
than the content of each iteration itself. Another
thing I was also interested in at that time was that
the repetition is almost like the act that’s not taken
as being creative or something like a novel. It’s just
simply repeating over and over again, and it cannot
be very interesting. But I thought it was interesting
that repetition is like a counter-strategy in the art
to be creative, like a contract whenever there is a
new technology for mechanical reproduction. The
area that I really love is minimalism. It’s almost like
a reaction to industrial mass production. And by
borrowing that language and trying to talk about
the idea, impenetrability is produced. It’s almost like
trying to take that limitation and push the boundary of
what creativity is. So, in this example, I was attracted
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by the idea that by doing something creative and
intensively, it became something new. It’s a pleasure
for me to find something really default or dry and
then take it in the opposite direction by making it
creative or very expressive. In that way the uncreative
act becomes more creative, if that makes sense.
Yes, it makes sense. It sounds like you’re intentionally
picking every default project without overthinking
and imitating the manufacturing process. In a way, I
feel like it’s a production methodology when you try
to mimic the process of the manufacturer. I think
that’s very interesting. For instance, these misprint
bills or stamps have so much more value than the
regular ones.

Lai

I agree. Those types of errors or human factors
are more visible when you repeat them over and
over again. The process of repetition makes these
differences really visible and more highlighted. In
contrast, I feel like the differences between the
human components and the machinery component
is more visible.

Kim

Totally, that’s great. I always take a very default
object; it is so mundane and so easy to take for
granted, so I want to turn it into something different
to reappraise its value. I always have a question for
myself, why did I pick such a mundane everyday object
in the first place? I’m so glad to hear that other people
are doing the same thing.

Lai

In Conversation with Minkyoung Kim

Lai
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To exhaust an object or a subject is a brutal process. I’m
not sure if I agree with that or feel this way. I personally
think so because you need to repeat it again and again.
But once I determine a set of conditions that make it much
easier for me to continue, the repetition could be generated
endlessly. So my second question is, what tells you to stop?
In other words, when do you know that the exhaustion
process has reached the end and you can't continue?
Kim

That’s another interesting question. I feel it was hard
for me to answer when I was in school. As I remember,
I almost ran out of time when I was in school because
I was not making a poster or one object. I needed to
test out my process. In the end, I needed time to have
a good amount of serial results of an object. When I'm
thinking about the intention of why I'm obsessed with
the exhausting process when I do a serial production,
I realized that it is the experience of the quantity of
iterations that is important to me to activate the
repeat. Also, we talked earlier about the experience
of the differences between the iterations. To have
that experience is interesting. It was important for
me to have a wide range of results from something
simple to something complex. It’s a gradual process,
and the accumulative process was something that I
really enjoyed. I majored in painting before. The speed
of the making in painting is really different. It was a
joke at the time—I felt that graphic design is almost
like a perfect stand-up painting because it’s really
fast and repeatable, like any other type of digital
production, or a digital graphic design, or digital
design. Conceptually, it’s almost like creating a piece
of music. In listening to music, we don’t experience
each visual note as a separate sound, but our ears
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perceive the notes together as a total sound. And the
array of those sounds becomes an entity—the music.
I got a lot of inspiration from composers when I did
the thesis. So to go back to your question, I feel in that
context, once I sense that when it can hold the score,
or the array of duration, and once I got a sense that
some pictures of the whole play of the score, I feel like
that was a good moment for me to stop. I understand
that this question is very challenging and interesting,
and it’s also a more practical answer—how to present
this experience as a presentation component of the
whole process. There could be some strategic choices
when I got the most complex results or got more
straightforward results. How I can curate and create
an interesting experience that lets people access or
invite them into the experience? Once I got to feel this
is a goal to set, that was the moment for me to stop.
Theoretically, the repetition process is infinite. So
there is another kind of question for the presentation
component—how I can give people a sense that this is
something infinite that can still be going on.
I agree that the process could go forever, but
the critical aspect is how to present the project
strategically. I like the analogy you just made—your
design process is like making a music piece. We usually
don’t see the notes, but we’re always experiencing the
outcome as a whole piece. When you feel when you
have a really good result of music, that’s where you
want to stop. But theoretically, you could go forever to
iterate the piece. I think that’s very interesting. Since
you mentioned the painting, I’m curious to see if you
could put this process to use to make a painting—
making something that takes time. It would be a very
interesting idea but could take forever.

Lai

In Conversation with Minkyoung Kim

Kim

(2)
This course has been
offered at RISD
every spring semeter
since 2019. Taught by
Minkyoung Kim, the
course explores generative processes with
an emphasis on visual
systems by rethinking
the tools and software
used to produce and
distribute graphic design. One of her daily
tasks has become one
of the assignments.

Lai
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Yeah, that could be an interesting challenge too.
Recently I think about the issue of virtual education—
everyone is tired of Zoom, including me. So sometimes,
I want to have distance from working with digital
tools. I’m thinking of how I can do something outside
of digital. One of the reasons I am working with digital
is that it’s more accessible and handy. You probably
have already seen that there is a lot of analog work
mixed with digital work in my thesis. I did want to try
something like printmaking at the time. I assigned
myself a weekly task. For example, draw a circle
every day, but it has to be of a different material. It's
funny because now this task has become one of the
assignments for my Generative Design class(2) so I can
see my students’ process. The printmaking setting
was natural for me to choose material or an object
that is handy for me. Like with a circle, it was easier
for me to start from the analog process. There were
not many thoughts about conceptually how to make
sense to be digital or analog. But after the first round,
I could develop some of the exercises that relate to
other projects.
I have a digital versus analog question coming later.
We can get into more details then. But I would like
to shift to the third question, which is about the
exhausting process. I also work with exhaustion a lot.
I usually reduce the subject matter further during the
exhausting process, and it is sometimes even reduced
to nothing as a gesture of my rejecting the current
value of the capitalized graphic design industry. But
in your exhausting process, you are accumulating
the results. I think there is a very interesting tension
because you and I start with the same exhausting
process, but we depart in opposite directions at a
certain point. So when I have reached the endpoint,
I always find a way to loop back to the beginning to
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close the loop. For example, in a JavaScript program,
it always loops back and closes the process. Your
projects are showing more generosity than mine—
as I’m reducing them. You are producing more by
presenting a collection of results.

I think you mentioned this point a little bit earlier, but
I still want to hear more about this: How did you decide
which ones you would include in your final archive? And how
did you determine the conditions for your curatorial stage?
As as I mentioned before, there is always a curatorial
mode when I prepare the presentation. It is the same
as what you’re working on in the thesis: you are a
content creator, but also, you are a designer. You are
consistently switching your role phase by phase. When
I am in the designer mode, I feel I have more distance
from the content, and I’m always trying to find how
legible it is. Of course, the level of legibility is also
one of the questions. It’s trying to make a practical
decision—where is the access point? What is the
experience? How many variations are happening for
me to coordinate? It is like working as a composer
as we talked about before. As we also discussed
earlier, the process is inhuman—repeat and repeat,
from the simple to the end. Sometimes I got bored
when I was creating content, especially if I'm not
running a computer program—just doing by hand. I
interviewed Nina Katchadourian,(3) an artist who is
also doing types of serial work by setting different
conditions. That was my interpretation because she
didn’t explicitly explain the condition component of
her work during the interview. But I thought it was
interesting that she always has series and subseries,
those types of structures. And it is interesting how

Lai

Kim

(3)
Nina Katchadourian
is an American interdisciplinary artist and
educator. She works
with sculpture, video,
photography, and
sound often in playful
repetition. She is best
known for her work
Lavatory Self-Portraits in the Flemish
Style, a series of
self-portraits taken in
airplane bathrooms.

In Conversation with Minkyoung Kim
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the series are expanded based on one condition to
another. During the interview, we talked about how
artists can manipulate their results. I’m not sure if
‘manipulate’ is the right word. I feel her phrase was
much more elegant. It was an aha moment for me to
realize that we are not documentary filmmakers. We
don’t need to deliver reality as it is; artists have a lot
of freedom to curate and share our enjoyment. So for
me, I have the freedom to express why I am excited
about the order of the iterations or some other setup
to create the experience. I think that was a long, long
answer to your question.
Lai

(4)

All Possible Chairs
was created in 2015
by Minkyoung Kim.
The project is an
attempt to represent
Monobloc chair as a
comprehensive object
that embraces the
variety of iterations and its speedy
proliferation. If you
select a price from
the list on its website,
All Possible Chairs
will show you a single
chair that consists of
all results matching
the criteria. It uses
a responsive framework that changes by
equally dividing an
image into the same
number of sections.

To hear how you select and determine the curatorial
statement is inspiring. When I was repeating the process,
sometimes I knew that some results would be included
in my final archive. I have read your writing about your
project All Possible Chairs.(4) I love this project since you
first presented in the GD Commons. I’m always curious
about this project. And could you please talk about this
project a little bit more? Why did you pick a chair? How
did you start the process?
Kim

This project was done during the Visiting Designer
class—assuming you know the two-day Visiting
Designer workshop. At the time, I wrote an almost fake
novel. I tried to look for a chair at each round, but it
was not the chair I was looking for. It was almost like
a comparison. You can imagine that there’s a chair.
It was still a book if you remember the book of the
chair. At the time, there is a story on one spread, and
another page has the image of the chair. And then I
merge them in the very end sequence. Later I thought
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that maybe I could develop the methodology of how
I can merge the chair. Those were my afterthoughts
after the Visiting Designer workshop. But the theme
that I was interested in is the Monobloc chair. If
you’re asking me why I picked the chair, I found it
interesting that it’s almost impossible for me to
recognize individual Monobloc chairs because there
are too many different versions existing. I thought
those were almost the things that I would make—the
repetition and version. This chair is already made in
this existing world so that I can play the music for
a coordinate—something that we also talked about
earlier—work as a composer. Technically that was the
moment I knew it was not necessary for me to make
the more.
Could you elaborate more on the aspect of how you
felt you didn't have to make the iterations?

Lai

There is a stage where I make the frame, iterate,
and serialize. For example, I frame and iterate are
to set the framework, and I do iterations. Then the
serializing is the coordination, as a curatorial stage.
With chair project, I realized that I don’t need to set
a framework and iterate; it can be really generated
by me, as the curator. The chair’s existence is already
there, the serializing part is left to me, and maybe
that can be the body of the work if that makes sense.
Now you understand why I’m so focused on mundane
objects, mass-produced objects around this context.
It was very natural for me to think about the chair. I
tested out other kinds of objects before the workshop.
After that, you know the story already—I was thinking
about the framework that’s related to the context
of why this is happening, which is the low price an
the convenience to produce the Monobloc Chair—

Kim

In Conversation with Minkyoung Kim
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Lai

Kim

these can be the variables. I wanted to do something
opposite, like something strange—merging all the
parts together and creating my definition of the chair.
Lai

Kim

Your mix-and-match method is a very interesting
generative process. You literally mimicked and
repeated the physical manufacturing process in the
context of digital making.
Yes. When I was researching the Monobloc Chair, part
of what I found interesting was all the Google search
results showed the same model—they were similar.
Even all the product shots displayed on the different
websites are all in the same angle—a 45-degree angle
to display the Monobloc Chair.

That’s a very interesting side story. Did you or do you
own that chair?

Lai

No, I didn’t have it at that time, but I had a similar
chair when I was very young.

Kim

After the project, have you considered making one of
these weird combinations as a real physical output?

Lai

Yeah, so back then, I was very strict about let it be a
digital project. But now, when I think about it, I think
it would fun to have it as a real chair.

Kim

TOP

From left to right, the
first image is a schematic diagram designed
by Minkyoung Kim for
her project, and four
iterational outcomes
made by repeating the
same process over and
over again.
Courtesy of
allpossiblechairs.com

In Conversation with Minkyoung Kim

Lai
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Your answer is related to the next question. As you
mentioned earlier, I also realized that a lot of digital and
analog work are mixed together in your thesis. In moving
from analog to digital, why and when do you usually
introduce the digital tool into your process? At what stage
do you feel like you have to or want to introduce the digital
tool to the process?
Kim

Lai

As I mentioned in the beginning, it’s more important
to use something handy to keep testing out or making
models. I mentioned that I had a weekly exercise
assignment for myself. The original setup was I needed
to do a serial-making process every week that can be
ended each week. At the same time, I had classes and
other things to do. So I realized because of the timing
issue, I needed to finish it within a day or so. It’s like
doing a scientific experiment—placing myself in a
situation to make a quick thing. Once I did something,
an analyzing phase followed. So in that testing
phase, I did whatever made sense or something that
I felt more comfortable with. The Circle project and
the Drawer Composition that are in my thesis are
all in the form of an analog. Back then, I was more
comfortable with analog, but now sometimes—I think
you feel the same—it’s more comfortable to just make
a digital sketch. The goal for this stage is how I can
get the ideation for something interesting in a really
quick manner. After that, I choose more intentionally
in the analyzing phase—they can be more sensitive to
the subject matter.
It makes a lot more sense to me after hearing you
say the context of the chair project was done within
a two-day workshop, and that totally makes sense
for you to start with the digital process because it’s
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quick, and you could finish it within two and a half
days. Otherwise, it could take forever. Thank you. So
in one of your writings, you mentioned that you were
always trying to balance your practice between being
an artist and a designer.
Really, did I say that?

Kim

Yes, I think it was during your interview with artist
Nina Katchadourian.

Lai

Oh, yes, now I remember it.

Kim

I resonate with that feeling a lot—debating between the
artistic art process and design methodology. I’m trying
to blur the boundary between these two, but sometimes
I get pushback from faculty. So I’m curious how do you
balance that struggle? How do you manifest in your project
so successfully?
If I remember correctly, I was thinking about how
much I can be neutral in the balance between an
artist’s practice and design methodology. For
example, like the series of iterations, how much of
a curation component is there? How much can I be
like a real artist to manipulate or curate the final
outcomes? I think that’s also an interesting question
because it feels almost like having a dry mode and
making a dry decision. Sometimes I make a very
intentional decision, and the balance is to make
something very interesting with this process-based
work. Everything is relational. I don’t even feel it’s a
design versus art question; it’s more like how much you
want to be a scientist versus how much you want to be

Kim

Lai

In Conversation with Minkyoung Kim
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a human or like a designer who wants to express one’s
pleasure. Scientists would be more neutral—I did the
experiment and made a very neutral result; curation
is a little bit different because I need to select, and if
something doesn’t work, I need to remove it from the
iteration. I feel that balance was always interesting
yet challenging for me at the same time.
Lai

Lai

Thank you for the clarification. I think I misunderstood
that part. I thought you were trying to balance
between your artistic process and design method.
The reason why I wanted to ask this question is that
I’m always asking it of myself this question. I’m a
graphic designer, but the work I produce is more like
conceptual art rather than a design project. So I’m
always debating and trying to balance between these
two. I think it’s really comforting to hear how you
think about it.

I think we have two last questions. We are almost done.
When people look at your projects, it’s very natural for
them to think about this subject matter. For example, in
your chair project, I think other people might think about
the manufacturer or your personal relationship to that
specific chair or even plastic waste. But your project is
actually not about the chairs themselves; it’s about your
methodology. How would you respond if someone were to
argue the concept of your project? For example, someone
might argue that you’re doing a project about a chair, but
it's not about the context of the chair, rather than your
own process? I’m not sure if you understand this question.
I’m happy to explain further if you are confused about it.
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Yes, I do. I almost feel this type of playing with
creativity or making a dry and scientific process acts
to make the object's context visible. I don’t have the
position to make an extreme statement, but I feel it’s
hard for a designer or artist to not take the context,
or the subject matters' context, out and make a purely
methodological project. For instance, if we work on
a painting, it’s easier to think about the object itself.
But when you make an iteration or serial work, a lot
of things are playing with the context or association
of the individual with the subject. It’s between the
iteration and the context. I don’t think I attempted to
detach the methodology from the context. It’s more
about how I can make the contextual things more
visible—their changes in between the iterations. So I
believe it’s hard for a methodology to exist without the
context of the subject matter. For my chair project,
that actually originated from the idea of a chair, like
a chair’s behavior and how the chair was made. I think
what I focusd on wasn’t about how I could deliver the
context that’s not visible at the object level.

Kim

Thanks. So you believe that your process and your
methodology could not live without the context of
the object, and they cannot be separated.

Lai

Yes, I think it is hard for them to be separated.

Kim
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Great! The last question, it’s about my personal feeling. I
want to be very honest that it’s about the critique I got
from the GD department. Some of the faculty members
have told me that my process is boring, that they had
no interest in knowing more because it’s just countless
repetitions. So I’m curious if anyone has ever asked you why
you wanted to take this approach? Or has anyone said a
similar thing to you that the process is boring? If yes, how
did you defend your work?
Kim

I would be curious in what context you heard that
your process is boring?

Lai

It was about the exhausting process. I had a project
about the Matthew Walker knot in Graduate Studio
One. In the project, I was comparing this knot in its
historical and modern contexts. It was an essential
utilitarian knot in the past, but now in modern society,
it has lost its functionality. Many knots have been
turned into a commodity—a decorative knot that can
be attached to the iPhone charger, a luxury silk scarf
with knot prints, an expensive dress that is made
with knots, etc. I tried to bring up this observation,
making a statement around value and investigating
this issue in my knot project. The project was involved
with the analog and digital process. Some people
commented that I should work on knottiness because
the knot is such a loaded historical object, but I was
trying to investigate the value of the knots through
my repetitive and reductive process. At that time,
I wasn’t sure how I could defend my project when I
heard feedback that some people misunderstood or
misinterpreted it.
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To respond to your experience, I can relate to it. We
talked earlier about how to visualize and how to
make the context of changes. I feel the strategy that
you are talking about is making differences between
iterations. Based onthat , maybe you could bring up
the context behind why the value of the knot has
changed or what’s changing. In my chair project, you
see that different contexts are behind this object
based on how it’s looking and manufactured. In a
way, the repetition process very easily become boring;
that’s just the nature of the repetition process. Maybe
you could highlight something in the project to
connect to your idea. I don’t fully know your project
yet, but based on what you have told me and my
experience, I would suggest that you must probably
work on a strategy of presenting your work. You can
curate and manipulate the iterations. I think there is
a big opportunity for us to play with the presentation
stage and the curatorial stage—for example, you
could probably set up a physical installation that can
make more connections to the context and highlight
your intention. I always ran out of time producing the
content. So it made me really hustle. I always had the
last minute to curate and prepare the presentation.
That’s maybe just the limitation in the school setting.
I don’t remember if I ever had similar feedback, but
I had one valuable feedback that my projects were
hard for people to access. The entry point for my
process was not that clear. This is a very important
factor that makes those repeatable processes more
meaningful and valuable for people to access. As we
mentioned, the repetition processing is very similar to
the machine manufacture process—it’s easy to be dull,
hard to surprise during each round of iteration. So I
feel that you need to have the right level of curation.

Kim
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Also you need a little bit of sugar when you present
the dry and dull repetition process. Then people will
pay attention and start to look at something that is
not conventional.
Lai

Thank you so much for sharing the feedback and
experience from your project. I totally agree with the
comment you just made. I’m having the exact same
problem where even I feel that sometimes my projects
are very hard to access, and that’s why my projects
require a lot of explanation. One of the big questions
that I’m still always asking myself is how I could make
my project more accessible to people. I also had this
conversation with James Goggin. He told me that I
don’t have to explain if I don’t want to; they are my
projects. At a certain point, I still have to present my
projects to an audience. If they can’t easily access
my projects, I feel like I did nothing. So I’m always
trying to find a balance of how I could present my
work in a very easy way to understand yet still keep
it as conceptual as possible.

Kim

Of course. Let me know if you want to meet up for a
thesis review or anything. I would be happy to.

Lai

Definitely, that would be really helpful. If you have
time, we can schedule a meeting for me to show you
one of my projects. Like I mentioned, you were on my
thesis advisory list that I submittd to the department.

Kim

Yes, I remember you sent me an email before to tell
me this.
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Yes. I always feel that your process is very interesting,
and I really like it, so I listed your name, but the
department thought your work is more coding-based
so students who are also working on a coding-related
thesis would get more help from you. Thank you again
for such a wonderful and honest conversation.

Lai

Sure. Thanks for coordinating this perfectly.

Kim

You’re welcome. I will see you around and talk soon.

Lai

Bye.

Kim

PROJECT ONE —
NOT A KNOT
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This eight-week project focuses on exploring the
processes of making meaning—from initial encounters
with content to navigating a database or collection,
from establishing a point of view to constructing a
narrative experience as an act of communication.
The book I chose from the Providence Public Library’s
Special Collections, Seamanship by George S. Nares,
was published in 1897. It is a beautifully illustrated
manual of seamanship. As most such books were
working copies, used and abused under hard shipboard conditions, proper editions are rare. After
carefully examining this delicate object, I was immediately intrigued by its contents. Seamanship
demands holistic skills—navigation, meteorology,
signal flags, ropework—the art of operating ships and
boats was in front of me. For me, the most fascinating
part of seamanship is ropework. The skill of making
knots is essential to sailors. However, the beauty and
cultural wisdom of this age-old craft is on the verge
of extinction.
Take, for instance, the Matthew Walker knot used to
keep the end of a rope from fraying. It was historically one of the most common and essential knots, used
on almost every occasion. However, modern seamanship has virtually no use for a Matthew Walker Knot.

Project One — Not a Knot
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Clifford Ashley was an American sailor and knot
expert. His book The Ashley Book of Knots states, “It
is the most important knot used aboard ship.” He
quotes from another book also titled Seamanship by
J. Todd (Master Mariner) and W. B. Whall (Extra
Master) published in 1983, “Amongst knots proper
Matthew Walker is almost the only one which the
seaman must know.” It, or the Double Matthew
Walker, was used on “topmast rigging lanyards, bunt
beckets, and the beckets of tubs and buckets.” The
words themselves are now just echoes of a very distant past.
Although the Matthew Walker knot has lost its value
of functionality in the contemporary context, there
are some forms of the knot in the retail market that
create a significant amount of value, yet they are
produced without copyright. A phone cable with a
knot costs $35. A scarf with a knots print costs $915. A
dress was made with knots that cost $2,500. Price
creates multiple possibilities of presentation that are
all equally “the knot.” The structure of a knot is a
loop and a hole. The material is a rope, a group of
yarns, plies, fibers, or strands that are twisted or
braided together into a larger and stronger form.
Through my process, the object stays the same, a
Matthew Walker knot. However, the physical structure
of this knot has been transformed from a rope to a
knot, to a 3D scanned model that lives in a computer
digitally, to a tangible output from a 3D printer.
Therefore, the value of this knot has dramatically
changed. By manipulating and exhausting a Matthew
Walker knot repeatedly, I am defining a new context
of form, value, and ownership. This project is not
about a story of the knot; it is a narrative of my
process and a new archive.
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The process started with me making ten knots that
responded to Aristotle’s ten categories—substance,
quality, position, quantity, affection, relation, state,
quality, time, and place. By replicating this important
historical knot separated from the context of seamanship, I realized that the value and functionality of the
knot had been changed—sailors used this knot to keep
the end of a rope from fraying, yet I made this knot in
response to a philosophical idea. The knot merely
serves as an outcome of a demonstration of how I
made it. It is neither functional nor decorative.

BOTTOM

An illustration
of how to make a
Matthew Walker
knot in the “Seamanship” book.

Substance

Quality

Position

Quantity

Affection

Relation

State

Quality

Time

Place

20%

1500%

50%

12800%

TOP

A series of studies
made by scanning
the knot with
settings of 5%,
10%, 20%, 50%,
100%, 500% 1500%,
and 12600%, which
is the highest
resolution on the
scanner.

TOP
(1)
For the ‘quality’
category, I examined
its materiality by
using a scanner so I
could see the texture.

Making a knot while
the scanner was
running. The
running time is 2
sec, 10 sec, 50
sec, 2 mins, 6
mins, and 10 mins.

(2)
For the ‘time’
category, I made
the knot repeatedly
while the scanner
was running.

600 dpi ≈ 10 mins
300 dpi ≈ 6 mins

500%

In the modern age, the traditional process has rapidly
shifted due to digital tools; their use is unavoidable.
Due to mechanization and the industrial consumption of materials like aluminum, the fiber rope has
entirely lost its value. Therefore, a critical step in my
investigation was the juxtaposition of physical and
digital simulation of the knot. This is the result of
digital tools becoming a significant part of society.
Thus, the juxtaposition between physical simulation
and digital simulation is critical. During this process,
I lost ownership over this knot. I could merely control
the tool, and the result beaome unpredictable.

200 dpi ≈ 2 mins

10%

Continuing from the previous stage, I chose three
categories through which to examine the knot even
further—quality, time, and place.(1, 2, 3) After replicating the knot physically by hand, I started introducing
digital tools into the process. I started to scan all the
knots that I made previously. Using the scanner
helped me to examine the material closely.

100 dpi ≈ 50 sec

100%

47

50 dpi ≈ 10 sec

5%
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25 dpi ≈ 3 sec

Project One — Not a Knot

(3)
For the ‘place’ category, I used a 3D scanner
to scan the knot,
inputted them into
a digital space, and
then applied texture.
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The transformation stage of this project gave me an
opportunity to examine the digital simulation even
further. I started to use a 3D scanner. By departing
from the semi-digital process, I reclaimed ownership
when I removed all physicality from this knot and
started to manipulate the scanned model digitally.
Suddenly, this cultural and historical icon had become
a plain digital object.
Now the value of this knot depend on how I distributed it. It can be uploaded to the cloud and shared with
everyone for free. It can be uploaded to the 3D model
websites to sell as a commodity. It can be printed out
by a 3D printer as a souvenir. The process is rejecting
the values and practices of the era of the Matthew
Walker knot.

Initial 3D Scan and
3D print

Second 3D Scan and
3D print, made by scanning the first 3D print
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I started printing out the scanned model with a 3D
printer. The outcome has no function. It looks like a
weird bunny, and it is easy to break. After spending
more than six hours with the 3D printer, I did not
achieve the goal I expected. It is now shorthand for a
kind of techno-utopian thinking. I re-scanned the
printed knot, then printed it again using the same 3D
printer. The process stopped until the 3D printer
failed to print out a knot anymore due to the decay of
the structure. Whenever the previous knot got rescanned and reprinted, each new outcome degraded
further—it is a gesture of a 3D printer is rejecting its
manufacturing value.

Third 3D Scan and
3D print, made by scanning the second 3D print

Fourth 3D Scan and
3D print, made by scanning the third 3D print

3D scan results with
texture in comparison
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After a critique session with Paul Soulellis, who was
my instructor, I accidentally dropped one of the
printed knots. The knot fragmented into many pieces.
It suddenly became nothing but some parts of broken
plastic. It was merely recognized as a 3D printing
knot—it looks like a weird rabbit shaped plastic. I
started questioning the value of the 3D print. If it is
no longer recognized as an icon, the knot, probably I
should destroy all the 3D printing knots to end this
process. Eventually I smashed all of 3D print knots.
All the plastic pieces have been appropriately recycled. They will turn into something else, maybe
something more useful than a knot, maybe not. While
the physical form has been destroyed, the digital form
lives forever.

TOP
The results of all
the 3D printed
knots have been
destroyed.

TOP
Still images from
the videos of me
destroying all the
3D printed knots.

PROJECT TWO —
ON THIS DAY
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This project is an exploration between conceptual art
and graphic design. By juxtaposing sequential video
stills from a historical space shuttle launch, I removed
its context step by step. Eventually, the original message becomes nothing, yet becasue has compressed
everything through the process, the ‘nothing’ becomes
a singularity—it cannot be defined by any law of physics, yet it contains everything. In this project, the
context always remains the same—space exploration.
Through multiple modes of discourse around the same
context, I fully engaged with the process of repetition
and reduction as a design methodology.
The project began on February 18th, 2020. As the title
suggests, on that day, each of us was asked to select
one item that took place on February 18th, either
from the New York Times “On This Day” listing—or
from a much larger list on Wikipedia—“February 18th.”
I chose an event from February 18th, 1977—the first
captive flight test(1) of the first space shuttle in human
history—the Space Shuttle Enterprise. It was the first
orbiter of the Space Shuttle system. Rolled out on
September 17, 1976, it was built for NASA as part of the

BOTTOM
Space Shuttle
Enterprise was
launched from a
modified Boeing
747 on Feburary
18th, 1977.
Courtesy of
nasa.gov

(1)
A captive test is a test
of three mated carrier aircraft/Orbiter
flights with an active
manned Orbiter. The
objectives of this
series of flights were
to verify the separation profile, verify the
integrated structure, aerodynamics,
and flight control
system, verify Orbiter
integrated system
operations, and refine
and finalize carrier
aircraft, Orbiter crew,
and ground procedures in preparation
for free flight tests.
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TOP
Space Shuttle
Enterprise is on
display in the
Intrepid Museum in
New York City.
Courtesy of the
Intrepid Museum
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Space Shuttle program to perform atmospheric test
flights after being launched from a modified Boeing
747. It was constructed without engines or a functional heat shield. As a result, it was not capable of
spaceflight. Due to the overload, the entire interior of
the Space Shuttle Enterprise was removed during the
first captive flight test on February 18, 1977; only the
outer shell was remained for the test. It was merely a
real space shuttle. NASA further removed it from its
candidate list by replacing it with a new model after
just three captive tests and placed it in the Intrepid
Museum in New York City.
Due to technical difficulties during the test, NASA
slowly removed contents from the space shuttle.
Eventually, it was also removed from its context—the
space shuttle tested—until a real space shuttle became a display that lives in the museum. The entire
captive flight test was filmed and lasts 1 hour and 19
minutes. I use the same method that NASA has applied to the Space Shuttle Enterprise—I removed
NASA from the context of the video by rendering all
the frames, deleting all the NASA scenes, and put
every single frame on the wall. Here, I have done the
first discourse of the project.
My second discourse of the project was to make my
video. By mimicking the camera angle of the original
video, I filmed a video of the moonrise. Since the
entire captive flight test lasts 1 hour and 19 minutes, I
edited my video to 1 hour and 19 minutes to match its
length. The context of the project remains the same—
space exploration, but now the Space Shuttle
Enterprise was removed in my video.
I continued using the same method—reduction and
repetition by removing one item by the time. I made
two other videos—1 hour and 19 minutes of a running
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clock and 1 hour and 19 minutes of digital clock
simulation. Everything was made up of pixels in a
digital space, so I reduced and recontextualized the
digital clock even further. Eventually, it became a
single pixel that lives on the screen—a singularity
that lives in a void.
According to space physics, the center of a black hole
is a gravitational singularity—a one-dimensional
point that contains a huge mass in an infinitely small
space, where density and gravity become infinite and
space-time curves infinitely, and where the laws of
physics as we know them cease to operate. As the
eminent American physicist Kip Thorne describes, “it
is the point where all laws of physics break down.” A
pixel and a singularity have a common trait—both are
nothing, yet they contains everything. It is the place
where everything begins.
The following pages showcase seqential video stills of
the project. They are the Space Shuttle Enterprise
captive test video by NASA, a moonrise video, a moonset video, a physical clock video, and a digital
simulated clock video.

Visualization of
a single pixel

Visualization of
a single pixel

PROJECT THREE —
THE TIME I SPENT
			 WORKING ON
THIS PROJECT
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This project features multiple scans of my iPhone set
to a running stopwatch. By setting the scanner to
different DPIs,(1) the premise of this project creates a
closed loop in which the scanner captures the duration
of the scan itself—as shown on the final outcome of the
stopwatch’s time. The result is a playful, almost serendipitous form that utilizes and breaks the visual vocabulary of the stopwatch.
The project is an exploration of metadata—‘data about
data.’ In this case, the stopwatch timer shows data
about the project duration; the scanner DPI setting
is another form of data; the ‘project’ is another form
of data. Due to the closed-loop nature of this process,
the hierarchy of what is ‘data’ and what is ‘metadata’
becomes obscured, and the differentiating information
compressed. This compression counterintuitively serves
to blow apart the different processes inherent to the
project, highlighting the given operations and constraints of each tool revealed by their misuse.

(1)
Dots per inch (DPI) is
a measure of spatial
printing, video, or
image scanner dot
density, in particular
the number of individual dots that can be
placed in a line within
the span of one inch.
Similarly, the more
newly introduced dots
per centimeter (d/cm
or dpcm) refers to the
number of individual dots that can be
placed within a line
of one centimeter
(≈ 0.393 in).

Scanner at 150 DPI
3 seconds.

Scanner at 300 DPI
7 seconds.

Scanner at 600 DPI
75 seconds.

Scanner at 1,200 DPI
120 seconds.

Scanner at 2,400 DPI
270 seconds.

Scanner at 3,200 DPI
390 seconds.

Scanner at 6,400 DPI
480 seconds.

Scanner at 7,200 DPI
620 seconds.

Scanner at 8,000 DPI
850 seconds.

Scanner at 9,600 DPI
970 seconds.

I intentionally
left the caption blank to
encourage readers to figure
out the metadata
and their relation—scanner DPI
setting, scanning
duration, resolution, and scale.

I intentionally
left the caption blank to
encourage readers to figure
out the metadata
and their relation—scanner DPI
setting, scanning
duration, resolution, and scale.

Different scanner DPI
settings result in
different resolutions
and scales. Here are
five of the results.

PROJECT FOUR —
48 OVALS
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This is a project created in the Newly Formed class.
The prompt we were given was ‘Oval.’
In Stanley Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space Odyssey, an
ape discovers the use of bones as both a tool and a
weapon. A bone is thrown into the air, and as the
bone spins the form dissolves into an orbiting weaponized satellite. The “match cut”(1) draws a visual
and conceptual connection between the two objects
as examples of primitive and advanced tools.
I went to the RISD Library and found forms that
could be sequenced into a book. I photocopied 48
pages from a variety of different books and magazines that contain at least one oval shape. Each
image is connected by a match cut to the following
image—the oval shape, same as the prompt title. The
forms change and evolve as the book progresses.

BOTTOM

Editor Ray
Lovejoy's famous
match cut in
Stanley Kubrick's
“2001: A Space
Odyssey.”
Courtesy of
imdb.com

(1)
In film, a match cut is
a cut from one shot
to another where
the composition of
the two shots are
matched by the action
or subject matter. For
example, in a duel a
shot can go from a
long shot on both contestants via a cut to a
medium closeup shot
of one of the duellists.
The cut matches the
two shots and is consistent with the logic
of the action. This is
a standard practice
in film-making used
to produce a seamless
reality-effect.

ESSAY II —
THE PARADOX
							of VALUE
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You receive a box of chocolate on a hot summer day, but you
are worried that the sweltering heat might have melted the
chocolate. You will never know its condition until you open
the box and observe it with your eyes. At that moment, the
chocolate may be both intact and melted. To reveal the truth,
you must open the box. This critical gesture breaks the paradox
of the chocolate’s condition. To reach a state of certitude, the
chocolate requires an observer curious enough to open the box.
Here, I just reframed a famous thought experiment,
Schrödinger’s cat.(1) In theoretical discussions of quantum
mechanics, Schrödinger’s cat illustrates that by the very act
of watching, the observer affects the observed reality. Before
we look, the cat is both dead and alive. Why is Schrodinger’s
cat both dead and alive? Our curiosity kills the cat. It is all
because our observation forces nature to collapse.
Within my design practice, I take seriously these acts of
observation. A knot loses its function as a mere decorative
commodity; a toilet paper roll has no meaning BOTTOM
A picture that
until you use it as it was designed; the money illustrates
Schrödinger’s cat.
in your wallet has no value until it provides
currency liquidity. Like Schrödinger’s cat, I
freeze these objects in a state of uncertainty.
My practice encourages this limbo condition
by pausing the user’s attention in the act of
observation. In this context, mundane objects

(1)

This thought experiment was devised by
Austrian-Irish physicist Erwin Schrödinger in 1935 in a
discussion with Albert
Einstein. He wanted
people to imagine
that a cat, poison,
a Geiger counter,
radioactive material,
and a hammer were
inside of a sealed container. The amount of
radioactive material
was minuscule enough
that it only had a
50-50 shot of being
detected over the
course of an hour. If
the geiger counter detected radiation, the
hammer would smash
the poison, killing the
cat. Until someone
opened the container
and observed the system, it was impossible
to predict the cat’s
outcome. Until the
system collapsed into
one configuration,
the cat would exist in
some superposition
zombie state of being,
both alive and dead.
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transfigure into media platforms, dislodged from linear
temporalities. All of these quantum moments become design
opportunities for highlighting the relativity of value.
I begin with mundane objects, and through my field
observations—image sequences, data, and archives of these
artifacts—I pause a user’s attention, and as such, expose the
paradox of our consumptive behaviors. For this reason, I see
my practice as an inquiry into the relativity of value. To avoid
the consumer quantum states of mundane/luxury, simple/
complex, or hidden/obvious, I experiment with speculative
forms, smearing together these oppositional dualities.

(2)

The idea of Fluxkits
was first announced
during June 1964 in
the fourth Fluxus
newspaper, Fluxus cc
fiVe ThReE by artists
orbiting Maciunas
and who had contributed to festivals
and events organized
by the group since
1962. The retrofitted attaché case,
initially advertised
for the price of $100,
was among the most
elaborate Fluxkits
producetions, packed
with mundane objects
to be held in the hand,
read, and manipulated. The contents vary
between each kit.

Mundane objects have long been fodder for artistic
interpretation and commentary. Founded by Lithuanian
American George Maciunas, the Fluxus movement was
an international, interdisciplinary community of artists,
composers, designers, and poets who engaged in experimental
art during the 1960s and 1970s. Their drive to sharpen our
awareness of art as life meant that greater emphasis was
placed on the artistic process over the finished value of the
art. Maciunas and the subsequent Fluxus preoccupation with
jokes and gags as well as mass-production are best exemplified
by Fluxkits,(2) also called Flux Year Boxes—boxed multiples
filled with inexpensive readymades, daily mundane objects,
visual work, essays, games, and performance instructions.
Almost every Fluxkit was somewhat different in content, and
the number of components included in them rose over the
years—from some twenty-five in 1965, for example, to forty in

1966. Working across media and disciplines, they generated
provocatively new art forms by blurring the line between
everyday objects and art. Their humor and impulse to get away
from established definitions of what an artwork should be—
often imposed by museums and other cultural institutions—
speaks to my own interests. Fluxus artists embarked on
artistic journeys without having a conception of an eventual
end, exploring indeterminacy, chance, and infinity.
The Fluxus group used the term ‘Intermedia’ to describe and
emphasize various interdisciplinary activities resulting from
collaborations between different artistic genres. According
to the artists, an artwork placed between two or more media
holds an immense value, and it is much more appreciated
than an artwork deriving from a single technique. Indeed, the
pieces produced by the Fluxus group often married areas such
as philosophy and science.

LEFT

Flux Year Box 2.
Courtesy of
Walker Art Center

RIGHT

Fluxkit, 1966.
Courtesy of
MoMA
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Working in the traditions of Fluxus and the Situationists,
Belgian-born, Mexico-based artist Francis Alÿs works with
the ephemeral and the temporary, fleeting character of life.
His work, Paradox of Praxis I (Sometimes Making Something
Leads to Nothing), 1997 is the record of an action carried
out under the rubric of making nothing. For more than nine
hours, Alÿs pushed a block of ice through the streets of Mexico
City until it completely melted. And so, for hour after hour,
he struggled with the quintessentially minimal rectangular
block of ice until finally it was reduced to no more than an ice
cube suitable for a whisky on the rocks, so small that he could
casually kick it along the street. Why did Francis Alÿs push a
block of ice for nine hours? The project aims to examine dayto-day life in his city.
Although Alÿs physically pushed the block of ice for nine
hours before it melted, the final documentation of this
process in video form was edited and condensed to just a few
minutes. The video features sights, sounds, as well as streets
and storefronts of the city in the background. As the video
continues to progress, the audience is confronted with images
of the sidewalks and puddles of dirty water in various areas
of the city. Though considered an absurd use of one’s effort
and time, the act of pushing the block of ice around the city
center was done to symbolize the frustration that everyday
residents of Mexico City endure in an effort to improve their
living conditions. Deceptively unassuming in its simplicity, the
video was also created to show that sometimes the only thing
that one needs to enjoy their city in a new and unique way is

TOP

A collection of still images from Alÿs's video.
Courtesy of
francisalys.com
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something as modest as a block of ice. The final scene of the
video also features a group of three young boys that smile up
at the camera as the video comes to a close.
Like Fluxus artists, I also like to capture the moments that
others might take for granted or not perceive. I used to call
them the ‘unseen glitches’ in my daily life. They represent a
sense of being ‘out of order’ or ‘out of tune.’ They resemble my
feeling of being in this present—always looking for loopholes,
glitches, and paradoxes. Curiosity exists between expected and
unexpected states. Driven by curiosity, inspired by mundane
objects, my works have the qualities of a thought experiment.

IN CONVERSATION
		with
YANHONGRUI
						 ZHUANG
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Yanhongrui Zhuang is an artist and designer
based in Oakland, California and Shanghai,
China. She does graphic design, web design,
illustration, and random stuff. Her work was
archived by Women of Graphic Design, and
has been exhibited in many galleries. She was
awarded STA 100—the best in Typography and
Design in 2018. She loves cats.
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As I know, you have a background in the advertising
industry. Your experience in the advertising industry and
in graphic design might share some common ground. I am
not sure if you feel this way or not, but I am just curious
what led you to shift your trajectory?
Yan

When I was in an undergraduate, my advertising
major was about photography, graphic design, PR
stuff, and some marketing stuff. And among all these
things, I found myself more into creative fields like
photography, video editing, and graphic design. One
day, I went to the library, and I was looking for some
books to help my projects, and I found some design
books that I was very excited about. I didn’t even
know those books’ names, but they were some kind of
design Bibles growing at that time. At that moment,
I felt this intense urge to learn more about graphic
design. During one of my PR classes, the instructor
taught us how to convince our customers to believe
in our products. He said, if you are trying to sell or
promote toothpaste, the customers usually don’t care
about it. In that way, you are helping them learn more,
so they can buy more. I found that was against how
I felt about the world because I thought everything
became like a scam. Everyone was trying to promote
consumerism, so I was very frustrated. At the same
time, I was also really into graphic design because
of the books I had found, so I thought maybe that
was an escape that I could take from the advertising
industry while I could still work around it. I was also
planning on attending graduate school. That was
why I decided to apply to my graduate program for
graphic design.
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It sounds like your undergraduate program had fewer
components around creativity, but the majority of the
program was about strategy.

Lai

I feel it was kind of even on those theories about
advertising and strategy. There was some creativerelated stuff like traditional consulting or advertising;
they do all of those things, including write copies,
put up direction, do all of the creative content, and
marketing strategies. It was actually a well-balanced
program at that time.

Yan

I'm so glad you shifted your trajectory. A lot of your
graphic design projects are fascinating. Would you say
your experience helped you in some way in leading to
graphic design practice?

Lai

Do you mean advertising?

Yan

Yeah. What have you learned from advertising?

Lai

It’s funny because it does in a way, but it is also not
because I was trying to escape from advertising.
Some of my projects, or the things that I was doing
or trying to do were against it. It was kind of relevant,
but also not. I had to choose between my dream and
my high school focus on chemistry, biology, physics,
math, politics, and geography. At that time I chose
chemistry and biology as my primary study. I found
that has influenced my future work because they
required you to be very logical. In the beginning, I
didn’t have this sense of flexibility. I just felt like, Oh,
I need to explain everything in my work—why it is
the way it is. Then, I started to calm myself and let it
go. I’m always so scared at a presentation. If anyone
questioned me, why did I choose this font? Why did
you choose this color? I was always so out of words.

Yan
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What I think now sometimes is that graphic designers
also like Fine Arts in some way. It’s about what you
want to communicate with people and want them to
feel, but I don’t want to explain my decisions.

the font; I did not like the color. It was just so generic and
mediocre. I did not care that much. But the sad thing is,
as a designer, I had to work with the guidelines—I had
to use the font, color, and everything. One that upsets
me the most was the poster template for all the posters.
At that time, my main task on this project was to make
posters for school events and stuff. I started to use Adobe
Illustrator, opened the template. The only thing I could
do was to replace the images and copy the texts. I found
it was constrained—there was nothing creative I could
do, so I did not want that job anymore. Until one day,
there was this important guest speaker. I forget his name.
According to the school, he was a very important guest
for the event, so they wanted a poster that was based
on the template, but they gave me a little more freedom
to design. I was very excited. One day, I was talking and
complaining with my advisor. I was like, “This template
is stupid, and it looks terrible. Why did CCA pay so much
money to have someone outside of school designing this
when there are so many talented design students and
faculty members from our school?” My advisor was like,
“Yan, you are always so grumpy about everything; you
are not happy, which I can tell from your work.” He was
right; I was trying to start to criticize something when
I didn't feel comfortable. The funny thing is, my advisor
is also a very grumpy person. Based on his experience,
he has probably been through all of the shit that I’m
experiencing. He said to me, “Maybe here is what you can
do, when something very awful happens, and you do not
really like it, what if you try to work around it? When
someone tells you to do something, there is still space
for you to create something that is yours. And you are, in
a way, being rebellious but also still following the rules.”
After talking with my advisor, I started to realize, for that
poster project, they told me that I had to use the CCA
logo here and there is a specific size. That was the only
thing the guidelines told me. It did not really tell me how

Great. I think that is a crucial transition because you
have this kind of resistance that I can see from your
projects. I am not sure if I am describing this correctly,
but I feel like you are constantly re-evaluating
everything—re-evaluating project prompts and reevaluating design concepts. We can talk about this
more later. But now let’s go to the second question.

I love many of your projects because I see your projects’
resistance in responding to your clients or project prompts.
It resonates with me in many ways as they are parallel to
my projects at RISD. For example, your poster for the CCA
branding identity you made in the past. In your project
description, you said that you did not like that identity.
That was why you were trying to find a way to hack it or
try to make it work the way you wanted. Could you please
talk about your initial thoughts about this project? What
led you to go for the alternatives and counter-points you
decided for as opposed to the CCA branding identity itself?
Yan

That project was a big step for me. Before that, I
found myself more passive on projects and thoughts.
I used to be a very grumpy person. I complained a
lot, and I still do. I used to complain a lot when there
was something that I was displeased with. It was the
same case for that project. In the beginning, I was just
upset that I had to work with this new CCA branding
identity guidelines that I did not like—I did not like
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Four examples
of a series of
the posters that
Yan made for the
events at CCA. By
hacking the CCA's
brand identity,
Yan was able to
produce a large
number of posters
by following her
own simple system.
Courtesy of
Yanhongrui Zhuang
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many times I can repeat it. Like my advisor said, there
was still some room for me to be creative. So I started
doing it my way. I repeated that logo three times. And
then I realized there was another very stupid rule in
those guidelines—when there are letters that have holes
in them, and I had to fill the space. Let’s say P or the
letter A; you have to fill that empty space in the middle.
That was a really silly design decision, but they did
not really explain why. I was like, OK, I had to do that.
I took out all of the shapes used to fill the space and
then started to use them to create patterns, flowers,
and icons. I used them in a way that I was more pleased
with because the guideline did not specifically say that
I can or cannot do that. For typography, there were very
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specific guidelines, and there was nothing I could do
about it. But there were things the guidelines did not
say, like what if it’s just left-aligned or centered. They
did not say any of that; I could still have my space to
be creative. I found that to be really fun. I really grew
a lot with this project because as I started to realize
that there are so many things, not just in design or my
project, but in my life too, sometimes I just feel bad, and
I start to complain or be passive-aggressive. That just
makes me really get upset. But then the thing is, like
my advisor told me, what if you could find alternatives,
do the way you want, try to be happy about the project.
You have all these policies and rules, but you can also
make it more in the way or how you want it to look.
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direction. Nike used to just have this beautifully
printed, very precise logo on their products, only one
logo, either black or white. But then last year, they
had a lot of products that either hand draws their
logo, or they just repeated the logo three times, or
they had a super big logo so that you couldn't see the
whole thing. These design decisions are really fun.
There is another brand. The one with a crocodile did
something similar.(2) I have always felt this is such a
muscular old man brand. But last year they started
to have their logos look very cute because they want
to have more young customers. Have you seen that?
Some of their products right now are super cute. They
have the logo in the form of a concrete poem and all
the logos together to form a bigger crocodile. They
are everywhere, and they are so cute.

TOP Left

A faux fur blanket
with enlarged Nike
logo from Nike's
home collection.
Courtesy of
nike.com

TOP Right

A faux fur jacket
with an enlarged
Nike logo.
Courtesy of
nike.com

(1)
In the last two years,
Nike has been moving
away from sportswear
and entering the
realm of home goods.
For the first time,
Nike released the
ultimate cozy faux fur
blanket with an overly
enlarged iconic swoosh
logo across the piece
in black and white.
It is hard to see the
entire logo.

Since that project, I started working in this way, and I
found myself being more like a smart ass. You do not need
to be passively taking on all of those roles. Especially
in this society, when people ask you something like, can
you make the logo bigger? I always said sure, and then
I will make the logo so bid that it can't fit into the page.
Recently there’s a very popular jacket from Nike.(1) It has
a giant Nike logo on it. It is so big that you cannot even
see the whole logo on the front side of the jacket. This
is just an interesting example of how sometimes things
do not really need to be used the way they tell you to.
I’m sure there is a very strict Nike branding guideline,
but you could also use it in a more fun way. I feel all the
products Nike had last year were kind of going in that

Could you please send me the Nike jacket and
crocodile brand images you mentioned so I could
include them in my book?

Lai

Yeah, totally. I think those references could be super
relevant to what I just said.

Yan

(2)
In 2018, French fashion
brand Lacoste's Save
Our Species campaign
quickly went viral. The
classic crocodile logo
has renown. The polo
saw a revamp with
ten new logo designs,
depicting the top ten
most endangered
species in the world.

Bottom

New logo design of
the iconic Lacoste
polo shirt for its
campaign.
Courtesy of
lacoste.com
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Thank you! Now I want to ask you the third question, but
I think you have pretty much covered it in the previous
answer. The question is still about the CCA poster project. I
see this as you trying to set up your own alternative system,
and it acts like a computer virus—finding loopholes and
hacking the system. I feel this is like a paradox—it is selfcontradictory, but you still did it. I was just wondering, how
did you value this moment when you made the decision? You
were saying if you really don’t like something, you think of
a way around it and make it work. Could you elaborate on
that aespect?
Yan

Some people are just more sensitive in this world
than others. They easily notice things that they
don’t feel comfortable with. And I consider myself a
sensitive person. Sometimes being over-sensitive is
actually not really good because that exposes you to
more potential damages or potential threats that
you do not enjoy. But the important thing is how
you can help yourself to feel better—it is more of
a psychological topic. How you feel in your life can
reflect on many things, including your projects. If
you are lucky, you get great feedback on your work
from other people. I consider myself lucky. And that
could be very constructive towards your life as well.
I think that makes me feel that my graphic design
and related projects so valuable to me. The most
rewarding aspect of college was that I built up a lot of
confidence. During my later working years, like right
now, making myself comfortable is still a very slow
process. Because we all know this is a world full of
assholes and jerks, but how can you just make yourself
feel better while not being another asshole? I used
to be very cautious and scared about some of the
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decisions I made. And now I feel more comfortable
with doing a lot of things. I am just trying to make
myself slightly more confident and comfortable than
before. It is a miserable world.
Thank you for sharing how school has encouraged
you. I think it is extremely important that sometimes
when I am working on the project, I’m very aware that
I just could not let it go. Like you said earlier, I am
still cautious about every tiny decision I am making.
It is just so hard to let things go. But once you pass
that barrier, you suddenly have so much space and
freedom to work, both mentally and physically. When
and how you could pass this barrier is very important.
I am still trying to find the right timing

Lai

I would love to hear about your form-making process. A
lot of your projects seem form-based. For instance, the
poster project you just mentioned, as well as the Taxonomy
project. I can not recall other projects for now due to there
being so much stuff on your website. I am curious how you
usually start with a form-making process.
I love this question. The keyword is ‘basic.’ I am
always trying to think, what is the most basic and
fundamental feature of this object. Let’s say fabric
when everyone thinks that material is for sewing
or cutting into pieces to make garments. But there
actually could be two directions. One way is you use
it the way it naturally should be. Another way is you
could do it the opposite way. For example, we are all
graphic designers, so thinking about how I could use
the fabrics for graphic design. Then I can make a
poster and print it on it. So the outcome might be

Yan

Lai
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very interesting because fabric is normally not for
conventional graphic design printing purposes—the
ink might get fuzzy. You could also potentially jam
the printer. I actually made a project about jammed
paper intentionally as a form-making process and
turned them into posters. If I think about other
purposes of fabrics, I also want to use the fabric to
make a tiny house, but I do not know if that is possible.
When you think about how the material should be
used unconventionally, you suddenly have many
interesting ideas. Those are the most fundamental
and basic things that people usually ignore. Last
year when I was working on a small project, I had a
file set up on my computer. The file was a full page
of red color. Then I just printed that out, and then I
scanned it and printed it out again. I just kept doing
the process. Eventually, the outcome became very
tiny because every time, the printer would add a
margin. So each time, the margin would get bigger
and bigger, and it pushed the image to get smaller
and smaller. And each time, because of the scanning
process, it loses some of the quality and the color
got weird. Eventually, it is this tiny, tiny square, and
it has some weird color on it. I feel I am trying to be
humble and respect the material because everything
has its own value. As a human being, I feel we are
kind of arrogant. Designers always are like, “I can
create beautiful images,” but actually, the nature of
the material itself all create something that is just
magnificent, and usually, human beings or modern
technologies mimic it. I learn from my materials and
listen to what they have to say.
Lai

It sounds like your strategy is trying to not overthink,
go with the basic functionality, and respect the
material. Once you find out the basic functionality,
then you can go where there. It still sounds like a
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resistance to the current design value. I think that is
a very special way to work because, as you mentioned
before, you’re not happy with many things and need
a lot of courage to turn something that you are not
happy with into something that you are happy with. It
is just a unique way to work. I don’t know how you do
it magically. I really appreciate your making process.

I also like the Taxonomy silkscreen project on your website.
You actually created a new taxonomy system based on
nothing. Am I saying that correctly? The new system is
the taxonomy of the taxonomy. You actually turn nothing
into something that feels really intriguing. Could you talk
about your Taxonomy project?(3)
I was researching at the beginning of that project to
figure out what a taxonomy is. I got the impression
that taxonomy seems like a way of arranging or
categorizing things. And it's a system to organize
everything. I remember when I was working in
my room on that project, doing some drafts and
sketches, I had this tiny toy figure, and he has this
kind of a chessboard in his hand. So he was holding
a chessboard. The grid of that chessboard is like
a taxonomy, or I thought this could be one type of
taxonomy. If anyone puts anything on that board,
it is starting to follow that order or category. You
could put anything on it, for example, an apple or a
banana, and just fit them into the grid. But what if
you just let the system feed itself? What if you put
another chessboard, like a mini chessboard, on that
chessboard? The small size of chessboard B fills one
grid on chessboard A. So that was the original idea.
Then in that way, I could come up with a very common

Yan

Lai

(3)
The project is a set of
silkscreen prints based
on the same theme—
taxonomy. Each graph
is contained and
organized by the rest
of the graphs.
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taxonomy system and let all of them contain each
other. That how simple the idea was. Then I came up
with nine different taxonomy systems following the
same logic and let them loop with each other.
Lai

That was a very smart way of developing the system.
It’s just fantastic. Is your website still working?

Yan

I think so. I paid for it after you told me that my
domain was expired.

Lai

Great. May I use some images from your project that
we mention during the interview? I will definitely
credit you in my thesis book.

Yan

Sure. You have my permission to use all of the images.

Lai

Thank you, you are so nice. I think we’re halfway done.
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Do you still remember your graphic design thesis from
graduate school? If so, could you talk about your thesis?
Now that I have been away from school for so many
years and doing all commercial projects. When look
back on some of my old projects, especially, they are
very conceptual, it just makes me feel like they are
so academic and so distant. Yes, I still remember
my thesis. It was more of a self-study and personal

reflection. I found my later work in graduate school
was really about how I felt and what I wanted to say at
school—either in the past or in that moment. I always
had so many questions about my life and my practice.
I always took walks by myself and observed people and
things during my walk. Every tiny mundane situation
could my thoughts. That was the original thought
and initial concept of my thesis writing. Remember
we were talking about fabric earlier? Fabrics are
used for clothes and garments, so why can't they be

Lai

Yan

TOP

Five of many
outcomes from
Yan's taxonomy
study. The project
was printed with a
silkscreen method
on sewing pattern
paper.
Courtesy of
Yanhongrui Zhuang
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used for graphic design, architecture, or anything
else? Other similar questions, like, why do we drink
from a glass? Why do we eat rice from a bowl, not
the other way around? I asked myself all of those
questions in daily life, but I could not really get the
answers. So my thesis was a study of that curiosity. I
never really have the answer even now, but it makes
life more interesting. Let’s say you have rice, wine,
water, coffee, and then at the same time you have a
toilet, and you have a sink and a bed. Then you could
say, “I eat rice on the bed,” or “I drink wine on the
toilet.” It is just always mixed and matched. And then
you can see which way works, why it works, and why
it doesn’t. It was a very experimental methodology.
That is actually a very typical method used in math
and chemistry to figure out problems. I guess my high
school life is still affecting me.
Lai
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the beginning of our conversation, I have started to
feel my work, and my practice is really around how
I see things. In the beginning, I really didn’t want to
tell people how I feel and how I see things because I
wasn’t confident enough. I was also cautious. I wanted
to please people; I wanted to make people like my
work. But later on, it was more self-focused. I just
wanted to say, “OK, look, this is how I see this. If you
see it, great; if you don’t, then also it’s fine.” It’s the new
philosophy of my life, I guess. I’m trying to be simple,
fundamental, humble about things, and respectful.
Lai

Awesome! Would you say your practice and your design
concept are very self-referential? I feel like you always refer
back to the subject itself. Like in the Taxonomy project,
you referenced back to a taxonomy itself; your CCA identity
poster project was referencing back to its identity.

I could not help but notice your photos posted on
your Instagram. They’re just really interesting from
my perspective. Every time I stop on the street with
people, and people are always like, what are you doing
there? I’m like, I’m taking photos. But then they would
ask me, what are you taking photos? There is literally
nothing worth taking pictures of. I’m always like,
“There are a lot of things.” And once I show them, they
were like, “Oh my god, this is so funny.” Then I’m like,
“Why were you questioning me in the first place?” I get
the same sense about your photos—you’re dedicated
to small details in your life. Would you say that your
Instagram feed is a reflection of your design practice?

You are so good at summarizing things. All these years
after school, as you ask me all of those questions,
I'm realizing one person’s style is not limited by the
visual. When we say this designer/artist has a specific
style, this might not be the same as how the final
outcome looks. Instead, it’s how this person’s thoughts
and ideas work around projects. And I think you’re
right; I never really took a deep look at my projects,
maybe not even as much as you have. I feel now, since

I don’t think they are related to design. I value my
life and everything in my daily life more than design.
Sometimes, design is just a way of communication,
storytelling, or self-expression through graphic
design. But I do value life more. Yes, those photos show
who I am and how I feel. And I do really agree with
you. As I said, I am always drawn to those details, and
the mundane and plain things that people just start
to ignore.

Yan

Yan
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Thank you! I have two last questions. They are about the
current state of graphic design practice, which is a sad
topic, with a lot of my personal pessimism around graphic
design currently in graduate school. Personally, I feel like
graphic design has been rapidly redefining itself. It’s so
different from the traditional graphic design practice. I’m
curious about your opinions on that. So I want to ask you, in
your opinion, how would you define current graphic design?
And how do you value the current state of graphic design?
Yan

I love your questions, to be honest because I don’t
really know how to answer them. I went through
moments in my life when I was thinking about exactly
those questions. And now you are asking me about
them so I’m just really happy. In 2017, I was in Tokyo
for this summer graphic design school. During the
final critique, there was a girl from Dubai. I believe
her major is Graphic Design, and a she is very good
graphic designer. She was presenting her work and
trying to change her work, but she was also not very
confident at that time. She didn’t really plan what the
outcome was going to be—she didn’t know if it was
going to be a book, a poster, or a website. I felt like
those are common final results that graphic designs
should have. But eventually, she set up a stage and
clapped her hands. She did a short performance
instead. She cried after that performance. She and I
are good friends, so she was talking to me, “Yan, am
I going to fail? I don’t think I was doing something
that’s graphic design. I was doing performance
art.” I responded with, “I think you did a great job
and a final presentation.” Later, I was talking to
another cohort, and we all felt very excited about
her performance because that’s where we see people
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as graphic designers—we are starting to use more
and more media to show their graphic design work.
If graphic designers just work on publications, prints,
or websites, that’s boring. It could be performance, or
video installation like that girl did. I was truly excited
about her performance because I think that was a
moment for me to see that this industry, the industry
that we’re all working in and love, this graphic design
industry is being broadened into a bigger scale of
discipline. That is a way of its history is being pushed
forward. I’m so glad that girl did the performance
instead. Even though it was very simple, it was very
touching and engaging. Many times, I’ve experienced
that graphic designers are not as respected as some
other designers. Anyone who can use Photoshop
claims that they are graphic designers, and they
often just use templates. I used to get angry about
those things. And then I realized, maybe everything
is graphic design, like graphic design is breathable.
I’m just really glad our community has grown more
diverse than ever.

How would you identify yourself as a designer currently?
God, this is maybe the question that I don’t like. I
am a bad designer now. I work for money. I work for
capitalism. I have no principles, and I take whatever
projects. If the clients ask me to change it, I do. And
sometimes, I have arguments with clients. I am a
commercial designer now, but I’ve tried not to be.
When I just started in this commercial design world,
I felt it’s just so boring. I was lost because the clients
would constantly ask me to change something
and modify my design. And that probably would be
something that I don’t like. But they are paying me.

Yan

Lai
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At a certain point I did compromise. Recently, here is
something that’s on my mind. I want to make money,
but my major income should not be made from doing
graphic design. I’m not saying that commercial
design is not good because I know that there are
many good commercial designers in this world, and
they do make the world a better place. But I just find
myself still very attracted to experimental graphic
design. That’s why I do take some commercial projects
right now, but the clients should get along well with
me. In this way, I’d be happy to work. There will be
the Shanghai Book Fair, and I plan to have some
projects and a table at the fair. I don’t know what
the outcome is. I was thinking of cooperating with a
creative writer and some other creative people, like
some photographers and artists, and whoever wants
to participate. Last week I went to my hair salon; I’m
even thinking of having a project done together with
my hairdresser because his attitude towards his work
is actually very artsy and creative. I still love design,
but not as a major money-making tool.
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Thank you for sharing your thoughts. My last question is,
do you still have time to work on your own projects not just
for clients?
I’m trying to, I think so. The strategy here is if I work
on my own personal projects, even though it’s not
very well developed yet, if one day, any clients see my
projects and they like them, when they be like, “Hey, I
have this commercial work to get done, but I want it
to get done in your methodology.” Then I think that
would be the ideal scenario or my goal. It’s not that
easy, but i'm trying my best. If not, I’m just going to
work in a grocery store and make money.

Yan

That sounds awesome. I think that covers everything.
Thank you so much for such an honest conversation.

Lai

You are very welcome.

Yan

Lai

PROJECT FIVE —
ATLAS
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When I moved to Providence in 2019, my first impression of this city was one word—weird. I believe
everyone feels the same. The entire Downcity is a food
desert; it hass no overnight street parking; all the
buses have hospital and insurance ads, and they
repeat, so sometimes you feel that you are caught up
in a weird time loop; it has a strong academic and
artistic community, yet you do not feel that you fit in;
the Arcade mall seems fancy, but it is almost empty;
loud music from cars on the street wakes you up in the
dnight. I was intrigued by its weirdness. So besides
hunting for a place to live in the hot summer days, I
spent my entire first week sitting in the shade at
Burnside Park next to Kennedy Plaza, observing
people, watching pigeons walking around, and sometimes get chased by eagles.
That is the story of my first week in Providence.
Eventually, I settled down and moved into an apartment within a walkable distance to my studio. I still
witness many weird events every day on my way to the
studio, but that was before the pandemic. One time, I
saw an eagle kill and eat an entire pigeon in front of
me, just one block away from the studio. Of course, I
was late for my class on that day.

Project Five — Atlas

168

I was excited when I heard about this project in
Graduate Studio One because I now had the opportunity to turn my daily observations into a project. I
intentionally tried to make this project inaccessible
because I felt this way when I just moved here. So I did
this entire project without any of my own words—the
only words were from the bus ads.
Atlas is a journal about personal insecurity and uncertainty after relocating to Providence. I encouraged
myself during this project to walk out of my comfort
zone, both mentally and geographically, by visiting
unfamiliar places and encountering new people.
During my explorations through this journey, I started
looking at this city from a whole new perspective,
revealing the unseen glitches of this city—accessibility
and inaccessibility.

The previous
pages contain my
own Atlas book.
The next spread
is the front and
back cover I designed for the
Atlas anthology by collecting
all of my classmates’ individual
books together.
My design gathered the front and
back covers from
all of the smaller, individually
authored books
and arranged them
on both covers of
this collective
anthology.

PROJECT SIX —
TOILET PAPER
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Toilet paper is usually considered a mere utilitarian
object—ubiquitous, used, discarded. However, with the
escalation of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020,
toilet paper underwent an immediate change in
classification, becoming a premium product sold out
in stores nationwide. Toilet Paper is a meditation, a
process, and a website inspired by this shift in collective perception. The immediacy of the transformation
offered a moment of slowness, of reflection. The last
piece of toilet paper on the roll had always been
negligible but was elevated overnight into preciousness. I began saving these final pieces, as one does
with precious objects, and in doing so, started seeing
these pieces as forms of serendipitous folds—as media
in and of itself. If you consider toilet paper as media,
you can readily see how it shares a form with other,
more conventionally understood media such as cassette or VHS tapes, which also feature a long strip
wrapped around a cylinder.
Contextualized within this lineage, toilet paper is an
‘old media,’ prefiguring both these examples. How can
this newly understood timeline be extrapolated into
current media forms? Toilet Paper as a website takes
the interactive gestures of scroll and pause as the
connecting point between toilet paper (invention
dated to ~19th century), cassette/VHS tapes (20th
century), and the contemporary Web (21st century).
The website is structured as a single long scroll,
beginning with an overview of the graphic form
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possibilities of the last piece of toilet paper and
continuing into a personal timeline of toilet paper use
throughout the pandemic. Each roll of toilet paper
used is marked with a video overlaid with the date
when the last piece on the roll was reached.
The videos feature my hands folding and unfolding
these last pieces, emphasizing them as forms and
mediums for making. The videos are also played via
the scrolling gesture, bringing the person scrolling
the website into conversation with this precious
object, which itself was reached via scrolling of toilet
paper. Between each video is a moment of pause, a
fullscreen view taken up by lighthearted notes on the
circumstances and thoughts surrounding the end of
each toilet paper roll. The changing of a roll is itself a
pause in an endless scroll, as we continue to need
toilet paper and thus continue scrolling toilet paper
rolls. The pause is a timestamp, marked by elapsed
time on a cassette or VHS tape, marked on the website as a date. Timestamps denote moments of note.
Toilet Paper—in contextualizing the quotidian within
the lineage of more eminent media, in connecting the
societal behaviors exacerbated by the pandemic to a
personal experience within it—unfolds the banal into
the distinctive, mirroring the perspectival shift by
which the project was inspired.

Toilet paper,
toilet paper roll,
VHS tape, and
website scroll
bar design in
juxtaposition.
Courtesy of
goughlui.com
astoldbymom.com
cultofmac.com

PROJECT SEVEN —
OASIS

233

Like the toilet paper, this otter cam project also
generates an on and off state, a pause, a dream state
when the webcam goes down at night and comes up
again the next day.
I love watching cute animal livestreams, they serve
the purpose of an oasis in a desert—a peaceful moment during the pandemic. But that is a very bizarre
use of the webcam, which is merely just a surveillance
tool. Why do we believe that in fact webcam must
always be running as long as it has an indicator that
tells you it is ‘live’? I saw the reanimation and reimagining of the webcam as a design opportunity.
That is the reason why I made this otter website. I
hacked and misused the webcam function, just as I
misuse tools in my other projects. This project is a
digital oasis for me and everyone who loves animals.
When you go to this otter website at night, the webcam is off—the otter sleeps. Therefore, it has no value
to visit such a website at night. In a way, the webcam
has to follow the rules of the biological ecosystem. It
turns out a webcam cannot deliver the 24/7 aspect of
the internet it claims to.

BOTTOM

A red dot with
text “LIVE” tells
you that it is
a live stream
video, the webcam
is running. It is
insane to just
realize that how
much faith we put
into this tiny
red dot.

PROJECT EIGHT —
PEER, PEER,
			 PEER & PEER
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In Fall 2020, I undertook a Collaborative Study
Project (CSP) course with three other peers, Daphne
Hsu, Will Mianecki, and Kit Son Lee. The CSP included
a research component, hands-on coding and research
workshops with our faculty advisor Marie Otsuka,
group critique, supplementary readings, and website
design and production. We started with a current
survey of web design—the conditions of the recent
internet, and worked backward. Eventually, we proposed the course title—Critical Code: Designing for
the Conditions of the Recent Web.
In the first decade after Tim Berners-Lee invented
the web browser in 1990, the internet transformed
culture, commerce, and communication on an unprecedented scale. Optimistic early users saw this
revolution as a democratizing force, with the web as
the last free space available to the public. Thirty
years later, a handful of tech giants monopolize the
majority ofiInternet traffic, and our daily engagement
with the web is indivisible from concerns regarding
surveillance, sustainability, and labor. As COVID-19
quarantine has emphasized, the internet is inextricably woven into the fabric of contemporary life. If
opting out is not an option, what would it mean to be
a critical user? What literacies are necessary to
design responsibly, antagonistically, and/or poetically
in this context?
With these questions in mind, we developed a project
based on the peer-to-peer network (P2P) and used a
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(1)
Decentralized computing is the allocation of resources,
both hardware and
software, to each individual workstation
or office location. In
contrast, centralized
computing exists
when the majority of
functions are carried
out or obtained from
a remote centralized
location. This is the
opposite of centralized computing, which
was prevalent during
the early days of computers. A decentralized computer system
has many benefits
over a conventional
centralized network.
Imagine that when
your cable company
is fixing your Internet
connection, you do
not have access to the
service because cable
internet is a centralized service. Once
the connection is cut,
you lose everything.
But with the power
of the decentralized
network, you are still
able to video chat
with your friends and
family as long as they
are all in the decentralized network—it
does not rely on any
centralized internet
service provider.
With rising concerns
over surveillance and
privacy, the notion
of a decentralized
network is getting
popular nowadays.
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P2P browser called Beaker Browser. As a form of
decentralized computing,(1) P2P network is a distributed application architecture that partitions tasks or
workloads between peers. Peers are equally privileged, equipotent participants in the application.
We are all interested in the collective experience
made possible or even forced by P2P as we think
about privacy and consent, longevity vs. temporality,
control, and ownership. It is a deliberate choice to
respond to the current conditions we are working
under—social distancing, asynchronous learning, and
how tools that were made for convenience are now
necessities. P2P is a model that allows us to lean into
and build alternative tools, inconvenient tools, tools
that allow us to remember the physicality of synchronicity. It becomes a new way of collaborating that
exists in a liminal space—still digital, but with an
acute awareness of the physical being on the other
end. This project is not an exercise in nostalgia or a
restoration of the past—although we acknowledge
that many things were lost in the rapid turn to remote, asynchronous work. It is also not an attempt to
speculate or to imagine a future removed from this
moment and its systems, structures, and conditions.
We are working in the present to carve a liminal,
flawed space that aligns more closely with our inquiry
into the value of publishing, alternative tools/friction,
synchronicity, and trust/generosity.
PUBLISHING
As a publishing platform, P2P destabilizes the way
publishing tends to canonize a project—we’re asking
questions like, what does it mean to publish just to
peers or on a browser that delivers content conditionally? How does this model break down the maker and
user relationship and change ideas around ownership
of a work? How can not only publishing but viewing
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become a demonstration of trust and generosity?
How does authoring differ from an offering?
ALTERNATIVE TOOLS/FRICTION
Contemporary conditions like social distancing,
asynchronous learning, and remote work have accelerated our relationship with digital tools and
platforms that operate under the logic of extraction,
convenience, and productivity. These tools often, if
not always, come at the cost of privacy, control, and
synchronous space or interaction. How might investing in deliberate inconvenience or slowness create
opportunities to build community? How might this
approach challenge our relationship to productivity
and individualism? If we move more slowly, what can
we gain in terms of control or privacy? How might
embracing fiction produce tools that are more humane, transparent, or ethical?
SYNCHRONICITY
What does it mean to be living in the asynchronous
present? How has it accelerated our relationship with
individualism? Can intentionally building interdependence and synchronicity into these systems create
new opportunities for connecting and relating to each
other? What ways of being together or collaborating
are made possible by alternative web structures?
What models of collaborating physically might we
want to draw upon? Over the course of this semester,
how have we benefited from spending time being
present together?
TRUST/GENEROSITY
How can the exchange of sensitive information be
used to build mutual trust? How does that challenge
the model of extracting information that many of our
default tools are built on?

TOP
An illustration
of how centralized networks and
decentralized networks are structured.
Courtesy of
policyreview.info
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As I mentioned earlier, this project takes the
form of a P2P website based on Beaker
Browser. The website is where all the peers
meet weekly or for other meetings. The website
is locked by the with a front page of the
website—the ‘gate.’ To unlock the ‘gate,’ all
peers must be present simultaneously, as a
gesture of synchronicity, and enter the
passcode for the website—our sacred temple.
All peers’ IP addresses will be displayed on the
top-right corner to collectively appreciate the
value of trust and transparency.
The left screenshot shows how the front page
of the website looks.
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While all peers are typing the passcode to
unlock the front page, the peer icon will show
up in the center of the screen. The number of
the peer icons indicates the number of how
many peers are present. The number will
increase as we induct more peers into this
collective group.
The left screenshot shows how the unlock page
of the website looks.
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Once the front page is unlocked, we enter the
inside. The first thing all peers see is the
Code—our manifesto. As a collective group, we
commit this Code to Beaker Browser, peer to
peer, fork to fork, in sure and certain hope of
the resurrection to hyperdrive. All peers must
type ‘I Commit’ in the command center on the
left-bottom corner. At this point, the timer
under the chatbox starts to run to record the
length of each meet-up.
The left screenshot shows how the Code page
of the website looks.
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Now we enter the main lobby. At this point, all
functions of this website are fully activated. As
you can see from the left image, panels on the
right side of the edge indicate more hidden
contents. The only way to navigate through
this website is to use the command center. If
any peer experiences any issue, they can either
use the command center as a chat room to ask
for help or type ‘common aid’ to pull out the
command list and instructions. By using the
command, peers can change their names,
navigate between different pages, open pages
for all peers at once, or just open pages for
themselves and chat with other peers. If any
peer chooses to open a page for all peers,
everyone’s screen will show the same page
simultaneously.
The left screenshot shows what the main lobby
and the ‘common aid’ list look.
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By typing ‘peer reveal hypertexts,’ the
Hypertexts page is opened for everyone. By
typing ‘self reveal hypertexts,’ the Hypertexts
page is opened only for the typer. Essentially,
the Contributions page is where we publish our
projects and weekly exercises. If peers add the
project number to the reveal command, a
certain project page will open either for just
yourself or for everyone, depending on what
command peers type.
The left screenshot shows what the
Contributions page looks.
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By typing ‘peer reveal hypertexts’ to open the
Hypertexts page for everyone or to type ‘self
reveal hypertexts’ just to keep for yourself. The
Hypertexts page is where we post our weekly
readings and other reading material. As with
the Contributions page, if peers add the
reading number to the reveal command, a
certain reading will open.
The left screenshot shows what the Hypertexts
page looks.
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By typing ‘peer reveal Peergroup’ to open the
Peergroup page for everyone or to type ‘self
reveal Peergroup’ just to keep for yourself. The
Peergroup page is the contact sheets where all
peers' information lives.
The left screenshot shows what the Peergroup
page looks.
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Once the meeting is finished, type ‘timeout.’
Tthe whole site will be locked again until we
meet next time.

Project Eight — Peer, Peer, Peer & Peer

(2)
End-to-end encryption (E2EE) is a
system of communication where only the
communicating users
can read the messages. In principle, it prevents potential eavesdroppers – including
telecom providers,
internet providers,
and even the provider
of the communication
service – from being
able to access the
cryptographic keys
needed to decrypt the
conversation. Endto-end encryption is
intended to prevent
data being read or
secretly modified,
other than by the true
sender and recipient(s). The messages
are encrypted by the
sender but the third
party does not have
a means to decrypt
them and stores
them encrypted. The
recipients retrieve the
encrypted data and
decrypt it themselves.
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As I mentioned earlier, we can induct more people
into our collective group as peers. We developed an
induction system and rules that everyone must follow.
Whenever possible, we seek to perform values articulated in our manifesto. Often, this means using or
creating platforms that offer the most privacy, control, synchronicity and longevity possible. The five
rules are as follows:
1. Communicating (texting, email, video calls)
through platforms like Jitsi and Signal that offer
end-to-end encryption.(2)
2. Publishing our notes, work, and all resources on a
P2P browser.
3. Designing and building platforms that articulate
and reinforce our values.
4. Creating systems that are as transparent as
possible, especially when concerning issues of
privacy or control.
5. Inducting more people to our privacy practices
and values.
We inducted artist, educator, writer, and RISD alumnus Laurel Schwulst. The process was as follows:
First, a member of peers reached out to Schwulst and
communicated with her on a secure end-to-end encrypted platform—Signal. Once Schwulst expressed
her interest in joining, we sent out a welcome package, including a key that takes the form of a stone
with the website address engraved on it.
After Schwulst received the physical key, she put the
website address into the Beaker Browser, and the
induction process concluded.

A welcome package that includes the
following items:
1.
2.
3.
4.

A
A
A
A

personalized engraved stone key
pouch for the stone key
black-on-black sheet with Code
black bubble envelope

PROJECT NINE —
NEWLY FORMED
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
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Imperfect Produce
Vintage Ruler
Balloons
Obscurus

The newly Formed course has been offered at RISD
every spring semester since 2017. Taught by
Christopher Sleboda & Kathleen Sleboda, it focuses on
advanced composition in Graphic Design and
Typography using various materials, techniques, and
formats. It aims to build a collection of work that can
be shared with the larger graphic design community.

(2)

In this class, I pushed the boundaries of form and
attempted to compel myself beyond any comfortable
routines I have developed in relation to form generation and exploration. The working methodology for
this class is ‘more is more.’ In this class, I reframed,
reinterpreted, and reused work generated. All the
projects were linked, combined, considered, reconsidered, deconstructed, and manipulated in many ways.

(1)

(4)

(3)

We were giving design briefs weekly as prompts. As a
result, a series of assignments where many variations
and iterations were produced. This part of the book
showcases four projects from the Newly Formed class.
They are Imperfect Produce, Vintage Ruler, Balloons,
and Obscurus.

PROJECT TEN —
			 REFRAMING
THE POSTER
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(1) Imaginary Collaboration
(2) Horse Racing

The Reframing the Poster course is taught by Nancy
Skolos at RISD. It focuses on exploring future possibilities and contexts for the poster—as paper and as
screen—building on its singular capacity to transform
ideas into iconic picture planes, examining the dynamics of typography and image, both still and in
motion. The course starts from an individual poster
project to sequences to site-specific installations
exploring the potential for interactive discourse in
public space. This part of the book showcases two
projects from this class. They are Imaginary
Collaboration and Horse Racing.

(2)

(1)

EPILOGUE
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Designers prefer to think about ‘how’ much more than ‘why.’
After listening to many design talks, I finally realized that
when designers are talking about design, it is just like talking
about bricks in a wall; in other words, the designer often sounds
like a mason critiquing the profession without recognizing the
true value of design as process.
The current state of design discourse cannot ‘change the
world’ because design can only reproduce itself.
CAN DESIGN INFORM CHANGE?
One of the Airbnb founders, RISD alumnus Brian Chesky, said,
“I was taught at RISD that design can change the world” at
OpenCo Conference, October 2012 in San Francisco, after
Airbnb started to jeopardize the real estate market in the
Bay Area. This statement is commonly accepted in the design
field—most “creative” job descriptions insist that, in this role,
designers will change the world.
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As a designer myself, I believe we should remember that the
phrase ‘design can change the world’ is an arrogant one. What
Airbnb really means when they make this claim is that they can
change the Bay Area. Certainly that arrogance has remade
San Francisco in its image. The city glimmers with delusions.

are going to San Francisco, you will see people are wearing
the Silicon Valley uniform instead—which consists of a plain
T-shirt, jeans, and austere sneakers.

Juicero, a Bay Area company that made its name by creating
a proprietary, $400 juice-squeezing machine, failed after
Bloomberg pointed out that hands could squeeze their juice
packs just fine. Right after the bankruptcy, the CEO of Juicero
had already started another juicer company.
I am not anti-tech, I am not anti-innovation, I am not antimoney. I am simply advising designers to consider the part
they play within the industry and the wider community and
to be cautious of what tools and products are released into
the market. We must recognize when a design tool becomes
another Juicero, or for that matter, Airbnb. Assuming that
design will fix all of the problems reproduces exactly the
corrosive logic plaguing the Bay Area.
In the lyrics to “San Francisco,” John Phillips sings, “if you
are going to San Francisco, be sure to wear flowers in your
hair.” That harmonious scene does not exist anymore. If you

WHAT SHOULD DESIGN RESEMBLE?
Before Covid-19, in my opinion, design was neutral; there
were no good designs or bad designs, only ethically suspect
companies. During the pandemic, however, I began to doubt
my original perspective.
The pandemic forced me to reconsider my role as a designer.
What is the value of being a designer? What is the value of
my existence? What is the value of the role of design in our
society? These questions puzzled me.
In March 2020, Federal and State governments required all
non-essential workers to practice social distancing and work
from home. As such, we all learned who really is essential to
this society. Designers can stay at home and Zoom every day,
while essential workers must keep going into their workplace
to keep our society intact. In the essay “White Night Before
A Manifesto,” Metahaven notes that, “an absolute exchange
value, actualized through the excess of material worth in a
design object, is so ostensibly valuable that it is cheap. An
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absolute use-value, achieved by cramming every imaginable
functionality into a tool, is so obviously useful that it is useless.”
According to Metahaven, designers are not useful.
We celebrate design as a producer of neutral, wholesome
value, separate from any contingent context or actions that
determine its shape. What does it mean to create something
valuable that is then sold by a company that pollutes the
environment? The idea of a creative Instagram celebrity
changing the world will never produce anything—except
perhaps a well-designed tote bag that will become just more
flotsam as the oceans rise. The guilt of being a designer is
self-explanatory. Design is a privilege.
WHERE IS MY POSITION AS A DESIGNER?
The contrast between utopian design education and the
brutal reality outside of an institution is stressing me out—
and every other design student. The pandemic has not only
dissolved the hope of students but the sustaining myth of
graduate school itself. In the essay, “None of Us Are Getting
Jobs: Notes on Organizing in the COVID University,” author
Eli Lichtenstein says, “as increasing number of grad workers
are drawn back into the frontlines of struggle, the scale of
changes we are fighting for is yet to be defined. Are we fighting
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to slightly improve the status quo, or to abolish it? The most
common demand across campus, extension of funding, is
hardly sufficient for a common vision.” Both students and
institutions are facing the most significant challenge ever. The
crisis demands that we think bigger. As the current situation is
changing rapidly, my role as a designer also is shifting rapidly. I
have no answer to the question of what the position of a design
student is, but I know that my understanding of design and
this world will never be the same because of this pandemic.
The pandemic forced me to question a lot. Why do we exist?
What is ultimate existence? Where does the future of homo
sapiens lie? We, as intelligent creatures, are capable of
thinking, acting, and getting organized according to our
obtained knowledge and to preserve, explore and exploite
based on the knowledge acquired to benefit civilization. Yet,
we are weak in front of the virus. Perhaps we are merely a
host for microorganisms and DNA, but nothing else. However,
sitting in my room, having the privilege of being a RISD
graphic design student, I have been filled with fear and worry.
I have been worried about my friends and families. I have been
worried about houseless people on the street. I have been
worried about people who are fighting with the coronavirus
on the frontline. I am worried about ones who still have to
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commute to work in New York City. In the face of the brutal
reality, I have started questioning the value of my practice
and of being a graphic designer. I carry this question around
all the time. The sadness is so real, that is the reason why I
unconsciously approach design projects at RISD with two
distinctive methodologies—repetition and reduction. During
the pandemic, I finally realized that my reductive process is my
gesture rejecting the current value of design by reducing and
breaking down other design values and theories. My repetitive
process is trying to build and generate new content and
context around a specific design project. Repetition, reduction,
and reappraisal are working as three coping mechanisms to
deal with my insecurity and anxiety regarding design.
Graphic design is a space where I am allowed to integrate
the methodology of multiple disciplines into a collaborative
effort. It also allows me to investigate somewhere between
conceptual art and design. It is a benevolent, diverse, safe
place that enables me to have a discourse with both artistic
processes and design thinking. The paradox of the value
remains unresolved. I am still frozen in a state of uncertainty,
and my inquiry continues. But that is it for now, that is what
I think about graphic design!
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